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Meeting Agenda 

· Farm visit Ballaterach, Dinnet (kind permisiion of Neil Williams) 
· Sheep Market Outlook  
· Brainstorm on Environmental Improvement Ideas to be funded by SNH  
· Presentation and Discussion on Coping With High Feed Prices  
 
 

1. Sheep Farm Visit 
The Cairngorm Monitor Farm at Eastfield, Ballater concentrates on cattle and crops, so 
once a year the group visits another farm in the area to focus on sheep.  Group member 
Neil Williams provided the venue, at Ballaterach, Dinnet.  Neil farms 2,500 tenanted 
acres (mainly hill with 400 acres in-bye) ranging from the banks of the Dee up to 2,000 
feet.  Neil has set himself a clear goal; to run a simple, profitable, “one-man plus casual” 
farming policy.  He sold his suckler herd in 2005 and his SFP entitlements in 2007.  The 
farm now carries 1,100 NC Cheviot x Lleyn ewes. 
 
 
Breeding Profitable Sheep 
Over the last 4 years the original Cheviot flock has been crossed with the Lleyn to create 
a medium sized and more prolific base stock.  The flock has now been closed to avoid 
buying in problems and to allow the culling of unprofitable traits.  Replacement ewe 
lambs and ram lambs are homebred.  The flock is split into three groups with rams 
selected from one group being used on the other groups as ram lambs and shearlings and 
then being sold, to avoid inbreeding and to speed up the rate of improvement.  Ram 
lambs are selected initially at docking in May, on the basis of growth, tight skins and 
length of tail (which Neil believes equates to the ultimate length of the sheep).  Non 
selected rams are not castrated, but have their scrotum ringed, pushing the testes up close 
to the abdominal cavity, the higher temperature usually rendering the ram infertile, but 
retaining the good growth traits of rams (this is sometimes called the “cryptorchid” 
technique).  Throughout the season any rams with problems (poor growth, feet problems) 
are ear notched for finishing and sale.  Likewise selected ewe lambs join the finishing 
sheep if they develop problems. 
 
 
Throughout the year Neil carries an ear notcher, and any problem sheep, for example any 
ewe which needs to be handled at lambing time, is ear notched and culled.  Any barren 
ewes are culled.  Culling rate has been high in the first few years of establishing the new 
policy, but the farm has ample ewe lambs, produced at low cost.  Neil’s approach may 
seem ruthless, but to farm a lot of sheep in a fairly harsh environment with little labour, 
the ewes must be able to look after themselves and their lambs. 
 
Neil’s innovative view on breeding extends to sheepdogs.  He has switched from Collies 
to Kelpies – more forceful dogs which will get a bunch of ewes through a muddy gate 
where a Collie might have simply held the sheep where they stopped.  



An Easier Lambing 
Lambing is in mid April, but Neil feeds a flat rate of around 0.5 kg of feed per ewe 
(Sugar Beet in the past, a barley mix this year) by snacker from New Year onward, 
switching to the same flat rate of high quality pellet in the month before lambing.  He 
wants ewes in fit condition for lambing.  As lambing approaches the feeding stops 
completely, the ewes are set stocked across the more sheltered fields at 3 to 4 per acre, 
depending on the grass growth potential of each field, with the only supplementary feed 
being one high energy tub per 40 ewes.  While the fields look bare, Neil’s experience is 
that the value of spring grass growth is greatly underestimated.  A salt block is put out to 
each bunch of ewes to prevent stealing and mismothering of lambs (Neil’s observation is 
that ewes are not attracted to the birth fluid of other ewes’ lambs, if they have had access 
to salt).  This technique has been used by a number of the Cairngorm group members.  
Neil’s aim is minimum interference at lambing, travelling round the fields twice per day 
on a quad bike.  Throughout last years lambing he had a torn Achilles tendon and was 
mighty glad that he had put all that effort into culling out problem ewes!  Despite the lack 
of intervention and the horrendous weather of spring 2008, the ewes on this upland unit 
achieved almost 140% lambs docked, and higher is possible given better conditions.  
Lambs are docked, dosed and tup lambs selected in mid May, using a set of Prattley pens 
moved from field to field.  With help from a neighbour, all the lambs were docked in two 
days.  Neil doses lambs this early to try to avoid the scourge of sheep-only systems; 
nematodirus. 
 
You Don’t Need Nitrogen 
Fibrophos has been used across the farm, but no N fertiliser is used as the farm relies on 
clover.  White and red clover is being oversown into existing swards.  Neil admits 
stocking rates are fairly low, and he has a mass of grass in the summer peak.  However, 
he would rather top grass than make expensive silage or hay (which he doesn’t need 
anyway) to ensure he has ample grass to take the ewes through the backend and winter. 
 
Keep Them Healthy 
An easier care system does not mean less health care – in fact the opposite.  Ewes must 
be fit and healthy, and any lambing time disease or deficiency issues must be eliminated.  
The Ballaterach ewes have the usual clostridial vaccine cover, they are vaccinated for 
toxoplasmosis, the copper/ cobalt/ selenium / iodine deficiencies typical of the light soils 
of Deeside are controlled with a bolus, fluke is controlled with an October drench and all 
the ewes get a long acting worm drench pre-lambing.  Lambs get an early worm dose to 
avoid the onset of nematodirus, are wormed at weaning and get a cobalt bolus. 
 
Intensive Finishing 
All the lambs not sold off grass are finished indoors in empty cattle courts, in batches 
from September onwards.  The proprietary pellets used look expensive, but growth rates 
are high.  Relatively small ewe lambs are greatly increased in value and the “cryptorchid” 
ram lambs can achieve their higher growth potential.  Neil feels forage crops are 
expensive to grow and in Deeside with regular summer droughts and a large rabbit and 
deer population, yields are unreliable.  The vast majority of lambs grade R, with between 
5% and 10% U.  Average deadweight in 2007/08 was 20kg.  Neil feels the intensive 



finishing of lambs is an important part of the system: it gets the lambs off precious 
autumn grass required by the ewes; it avoids the vagaries of the autumn store lamb glut 
and gives marketing options; and it is better to boost output by adding value to each lamb 
than by carrying more ewes.  
 
So What Are The Conclusions From The Visit? 

· Design the stock to match your system; don’t design a complicated system simply 
to cope with the problems of the existing stock. 

· Learn the tools of selecting stock and managing closed flocks – for example see 
the SAC Easicare Selection Tool Box. 

· Keep it simple.  Simplicity = lower costs and a better lifestyle. 
· Have courage in closing the flock and culling out problems – if you are 

determined you can make real changes in 4 years. 
· Look far and wide for ideas, useful tips and inspiration, and try them out. 

 
 
2. Sheep Market Outlook 
 
See handout at Appendix 1. 
 
Key Points 

· Very favourable world supply and demand situation for sheepmeat prices – flock 
declining everywhere, especially main competitors (Ireland, NZ) 

· While UK flock is declining, tonnes produced is not declining to same extent, 
partly because much of the UK decline is in lower productivity hill ewes. 

· UK consumption increasing to 2007 
· Fears; recession, long term decline in Continental EU consumption 

 
 
3. Coping With High Feed Prices 
 
Douglas Dawson, Senior Nutritionist, ECV presented an excellent summary of the main 
straights available (Appendix 2), the choice of types of feed available for ewes (Appendix 
3) and their pros and cons.   
 
Professor John Robinson of SAC Aberdeen, who has a strong research background in 
sheep nutrition, drew out key points during the discussion. 
 
Some key points are as follows. 
 

· Soya hulls are being widely spoken about this year as a cheaper substitute for 
sugar beet pellets.  They are higher protein, but lower fibre and could have a place 
on the basis of price this year in both ewe and feeding lamb rations. 

 
· Beware very low value ingredients in a product mix e.g. oatfeed (no better than 

straw) and cocoa feed. 



 
· Flat rate feeding is becoming increasingly popular.  This involves feeding ewes 

the same level of concentrate each day throughout the pre lambing period.  The 
aim is to start earlier, keeping condition on the ewe, getting max use of forage and 
good rumen function (especially by avoiding over feeding).  Around 0.5kg ( 1 lb ) 
is fed daily.  If you feed more than this, forage intake is reduced.  John described 
research which showed that 1. flat rate feeding, 2. traditional stepped feeding 
starting with a low rate and building up to a high rate and even 3. feeding at a 
high rate initially and then reducing as lambing approached, all had the same 
effect!  The total quantity of feed may be more critical than the pattern. 

  
· However, there are other effects of feeding pattern.  A ewe only has enough 

calcium available in its system to keep its unborn lambs alive for 1 hour.  It 
therefore needs continual intake.  On flat rate feeding, the ewes gut receptors start 
kicking in as lamb demand steadily increases, resulting in far less susceptibility to 
hypocalcaemia.  On high rates of feed the receptors shut off, so there is much 
more likelihood of hypocalcaemia if the ewe suffers a shock e.g. bad weather, a 
move back from winter grazing.  Several group members found this to be the case 
in fat ewes immediately after the stress of coming home from good winter 
grazings. 

  
· Prolapse often has a nutritional basis.  Ewes fed too much concentrate develop 

acid rumen conditions, this kills the forage digesting bacteria, the rumen physical 
movement is reduced, forage is not broken down, gasses build up and prolapse 
can result.  Feeding should be all about maintaining good rumen function. 

 
· Protein quality is critical; by-pass protein is required to get amino acids to the 

small intestine.  There is a hierarchy of proteins in this respect; Soya is half the 
value of fishmeal (not now allowed), Rapeseed is half the value of soya, 
Sunflower is half the value of rapeseed.  Check the list of ingredients in 
compound feeds – you don’t want a lot of sunflower – it is cheaper, but far less 
value. 

 
· For basic needs, we only need 10g crude protein per MJ of ME.  Therefore a 

silage with 10.5 ME and 12.6% protein supplies basic protein needs without 
supplementation.  To give the pregnant ewe what it needs just supplement with 
high quality protein such as soya to get the by-pass protein supply.  Hay at 9.5ME 
and 10% protein struggles to give the ewe what it needs, though ewes tend to pick 
out the best and leave the rest. 

 
· Ad lib liquid feeds have lost their popularity despite their convenience.  Some 

sheep gorge, others may take little.  However, John pointed out that high intakes 
of liquid feeds (e.g. 2kg/head/day) did not reduce forage intake in the same way 
as dry concentrates.  Avoid liquid feeds with high levels of urea – get excess 
ammonia. 

 



· Feeding Swedes – common practice within the group.  Basically their dry matter 
has the same energy and protein as barley.  The only difference is of course the 
higher moisture content.  Don’t feed barley unless you want to save on swedes.  
But added protein is essential; soya + mins + swedes + bit of forage, is ideal.  

 
· Same situation for kale. 

 
· A key issue is ewes appetite – if they can eat enough they don’t have problems!  

Good rumen function is critical to intake. 
 

· What about wholecrop for ewes?  One member had a triticale/ lupin mix with an 
analysis of 11.0 ME and 12.4% protein.  ECV felt this was a very good analysis 
for a lupin mix, which they have found to be very variable in quality in Scotland.  
Would be OK for ewes. 

 



Appendix 1  
 
SHEEP MARKET OUTLOOK 
 
Summary 
 
Positives: 
 

· UK, EU, World sheep numbers down 
· £ versus Euro.   
· Some signs of UK/Scottish demand/consumption improving 

 
Negatives: 
 

· Recession 
· Blue Tongue in future; more movement/ live export restriction? 
· Long term decline in Continental demand? 

 
1. Scottish and UK Market 
 
 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 % 

change 
Scottish 
flock (‘000 
head) 

4,017 3,993 3,985 3,888 3,754 3,628  -10% 

Scottish 
Highlands 

1,131 1,103 1,071 1,039 971 916  -19% 

UK flock 17,630 17,599 17,630 16,935 16,637 15,825  -10% 
Production 
(‘000 
tonnes) 

301 300 306 331 330 323 304  

Imports 115 127 132 124 129 123 135  
Exports 62 77 74 86 89 65 80  
Consumption 354 350 366 368 372 381 359  
Source; MLC, DEFRA, SAC, HIE 
Note numbers down, but not tonnes produced (yet). 
 
2. EU Production (tonnes) 
 
 1995 2006 % Change 
EU15 1,134,188 1,028,491 -10% 
Ireland 87,600 70,300 -20% 
France 147,698 129,149 -13% 
Spain 242,057 238,250 -2% 
UK 364,750 330,189 -9% 
Source; Eurostat 



 
3. New Zealand 
 
 1982 1995 2005 
Total Sheep 70.3M 48.8M 39.9M 
 
4. Australia 
 
1980’s 180M 
Now 91.9M (lowest since 1925) 
1988 – 2005 numbers fell 33%, but 29% rise in lamb meat production. 
Sharp fall in recent droughts. 
 
 
5. Local Hill Example; Trend in Glenlivet Numbers? 
 
2007  SEERAD June census 
17,448 ewes 
4,566 gimmers 
23,925 lambs produced? 
46,920 total sheep 
 
Year Ewes 
1998 21,722 
1999 22,254 
2000 19,914 
2001 19,310 
2002 18,855 
2003 18,834 
2004 18,866 
2005 18,102 
2006 17,539 
2007 17,448 
 
20% reduction 1998 to 2007 
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       fast Coost  Vlners. , lIllnJa_  

Nutrition   
     -    --    

 Dry  MER  O il  Protein  Digestible  Fibre  Ash  Starch  S ugar   

Ingredient  Matter  Crude  Description/use  
 %  mj/kgDM  %  %  P rotein %  %  %  %  %   

Meqalac  97  33.2  86  0  0  0  13  0  0  A concentrated source of digestible by-pass energy  
Full Fat Rape Seed  88  19  43  22  18.5  7.2  5.0 2.5  4.8  High oil content limits use for ruminants  
Full fat Soya  89  16.1  20  36  34.2  6.0  4.9 13.5  6.8  High in energy and very palatable  
Flaked Maize  89  14.5  3  9.6  8.5  2.5  1.5 65  2  Hiqh energy, low protein low minerals  
Maize Distil lers Grains  90  14.5  10  28  20  8  4.9 2  1  Very palatable, hiqh enerqy, low S & S  
Wheat Disti llers Grains  90  14  7.5  30  22.9  8.5  5  0.1  7  Very palatable high enerqy, high protein, low S & S  
Wheat  86  13.6  1.9  10  8.0  3.0  1.5 43  2.3  Very palatable, high energy, high starch  
Peas  86  13.6  0.7  24  21.3  7.0  2.0 40  6  High energy, good starch  
Field Beans  86  13.6  2.2  28  24.9  9.0  4.1 40  5.5  High energy, good starch, high tannins  
Hi Pro Soya  90  13.5  2.6  48  45.3  3.5  6.5 5  11  Quality  vegetable protein high energy  
Barley  86  13.2  3.0  10  7.5  5.1  2.6 57  2.5 -   Very palatable, high energy, high starch  
IMSA Soya 44  89  12.8  2.5  44  40.2  7  7.2 4.5  10  Lower protein and energy but similar to high pro  
Maize G luten  90  12.7  3  20  15.8  8  6  16  1.8  High energy, mid protein, palatable  
Amino Green  89  12.52  3  39  35.1  8  7.5 6  8.3  High quality vegetable only source of  bypass protein  
Barley Distil lers Grains  90  12.5  8  25  19.2  13.3  6.5 2  4  High enerqy, very palatable, low S & S  
Sugar Beet P ulp Molassed  90  12.5  0.6  10  7.2  13.3  8.5 2  23  Hiqh palatabili ty, suqar & diqestible fibre  
Sugar Beet P ulp Unmolassed  90  12.5  0.6  10  7.2  14.4  5.3 4.4  7  Hiqh palatabili ty and diqestible fibre, low sugar  
Oilseed Rape Extracted  88  12.4  3.2  36  30  12  7.0 5  10  Hiqh protein, good enerqy  
Biscuit Meal  88  12.3  13  11.7  7.5  7  18  17  8  Palatable but variable, does not keep well  
Oats  86  12.2  4.5  11  8.7  10  2.0 43  1.1  Highly palatable, high fibre cereal  
Palm Kernel Expeller  89  12.2  8.5  16  12.5  17.5  4.5 1.8  4  Good analysis poor palatabil ity  
Citrus Pulp  90  12.2  2.9  6.5  3.7  14  6.5 0.2  25.5  High sugar and digestible fibre very palatable  
Molasses  75.0  12.2  0.5  7.5  4.5  0  10  0  66  Very palatable, high sugars  
Wheat Feed  87  11.5  4.0  16  13.9  9  4.5 27.5  6.5  Good palatability & very digestible  
Malt Culms  90  11.5  2.5  22.5  16.0  13.5  5.3 6.0  11.0  Sliqhtly bitter, high diqestible fibre, low starch  
Malt Residual Pellets  90  11.2  2.5  24  20  12  5.3 16  0.4  Average palatability , average product, low sugar  
Soya Hulls  90  11.0  2.4  11.6  6.5  35  4.5 5  9  Average palatability  very high fibre.  
Grass Nuts  90  10.8  4.0  17  11.6  24  11  1.5  12  Good palatability, high fibre, low starch  
Sunflower E xtractions  90  9.5  2  36.5  27.5  17.9  7.0 3.4  3  Average to good palatability, high fibre, low starch  
Oatfeed (sometimes called  89  6  2  5  2.2  29  4.5 8.6  0  Good palatability, high fibre, low nutritional value  
Breakfast Bran or Oat by-product)       ,      
Cocoa by-product  90  4.5  1.3  18  3.8  16  10 11.5  2  Low palatability, low energy, low digestibility    
Tel: 01569 740251  
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